From SNEB Targeting Influencers of Behavior in Nutrition Education
The mission of the Society for Nutrition Education and Behavior (SNEB) is to promote effective nutrition education and healthy behavior through research, policy, and practice. Members of SNEB are engaged as researchers, professors, and industry professionals, as well as with governmental agencies. Our target population includes people from every stage of the lifecycle ranging from pregnancy to the elderly. This wide area of practice affords an extensive range of influence. This editorial will discuss ways of maximizing our impact by targeting the influencers of desired dietary behaviors.
Recently, I took a self-assessment on factors that influence my dietary behaviors and the wide array of influencers was surprising. This list included memories, experiences, people, expectations, fears, geographical locations, and many others. As in my case, persistent behaviors have a myriad of influencers that may include modifiable factors such as awareness, knowledge, and skills. However, influencers may also include unmodifiable factors such as poverty, gender, educational level, age, culture, and geographical location that collectively influence behaviors. 1, 2 The purpose of this editorial is to challenge the current approaches to nutrition education for behavior change. The art and science of influencing healthful behavior has been complicated by the demand for immediate gratification by consumers. Healthy consumers are looking for immediate and quick solutions with minimal effort on their part. 3 Immediate gratification syndrome focuses on the desired outcome with little or no consideration for the behavior change process or the duration needed to sustainably achieve the preferred outcome. 4 On the other hand, a well-designed health promotion intervention that produces sustainable and positive changes require time, effort, and a deep understanding of the underlying and direct influencers. 5 With the understanding that it is not always possible to address all the factors, it is critical to identify and address the influencers with the highest leverage in achieving the desired outcomes. Nutrition educators should be careful not to cave in to the immediate gratification syndrome in an effort to provide quick solutions while designing health related messages for complex issues.
It is, therefore, crucial that as we strive to influence others in adapting healthy lifestyles, we look at what influences the desired behaviors and systematically address those influencers. At the individual level, motivation and ability are important influencers of behavior change according to Fogg's behavior model. 6 However, it is important to remember that in addition to the individual influencers, the community and societal factors are important influencers of behavior. 7 For example, a study targeting preschool children was able to achieve its objectives by purposefully including key influencers, such as teachers, coaches, cartoon characters, and videos with children and parents, as part of the intervention. 8 Similarly, nutrition educators in the community were more likely to be successful when they addressed the environmental, cognitive, and cultural factors after identifying them as critical influencers to behavior change. 9, 10 Given the complexity of behavior change, confounded by the fact that healthful behaviors could be unaffordable or uncomfortable, and that unhealthy choices could be pleasurable and appealing, it is critical for nutrition educators aiming at behavior change to engage every source of influence available, and where possible, to engage the influencers that have the greatest impact to make healthful behavior sustainable. The collective training and experience that SNEB members have acquired in nutrition education positions the organization as a leader and influencer of healthy behavior through research, policy, and practice.
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